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though he look at harlots, so how could he be inflamed by a beau-
tiful painting. To think that one can be tempted by an icon is im-
piety and brazenness. Only those ruled by flesh and not by spirit
could in their foolishness conceive such an idea; they are blinded
by wickedness."
Thus the realistic artists of the late seventeenth century retained
the same fundamental premises as the idealistic icon painters of the
fifteenth. They shared the exalted Christian ideas of their predeces-
sors, and were unable to conceive that naturalism in painting could
overstep the limits permitted by religion.
This exalted mood of the Russian artists of the period supplies
the key to a proper understanding of some new and interesting
phenomena in the iconography of the late seventeenth century.
This time the matter reached beyond the mere addition of details
to old compositions or the mechanical readjustment of old motifs
in order to represent new subjects. The change was now introduced
into the conception of composition itself, and every Christian artist
strove to lift it up to the level of his own religious emotions. Thus
the ancient composition of the Annunciation, representing the
Holy Virgin sitting by a well or house and spinning, no longer
satisfied the Russian artist, and he pictured her reading the Holy
Scriptures. Dmitry of Rostov, a Russian prelate, has given us a
clear explanation of this change, "The Archangel had to find the
Holy Virgin," he says, "not outside the house, not in the midst of
everyday duties, but absorbed in prayer, meditation, and reading."
The artist was equally provoked at the reclining position given the
Holy Virgin on the Byzantine icons of the Nativity, seeing in it
a suggestion of human "weakness, so he painted her seated, thus
unwittingly restoring the position she was given in early Christian
art. This time it is the artist himself who gives us his reason for
the change by saying that "only crude and ignorant icon painters
could represent the Divine Mother in the image of an earthly
woman, lying down and attended by a midwife: unaided She gave
birth to the Child, wrapped Him in swaddling clothes, reverently
embraced and kissed Him, and gave Him the breast. There was no
pain, no weakness in childbirth, only joy.*' Following the prompt-
ings of the same religious feeling the manger where Christ was
born was replaced by a grotto*